Marine Corps Aircraft: 
1913-2000 



Major John M. Elliott 
U.S. Marine Corps (Retired) 



Occasional Paper 

HISTORY AND MUSEUMS DIVISION 
HEADQUARTERS, U.S. MARINE CORPS 
WASHINGTON, D.C. 

2002 

PCN 19000411600 




by 



Other Publications in the Occasional Papers Series 

Vietnam Histories Workshop: Plenary Session. Jack Shulimson, editor. 9 Mayl983. 31 pp. 
Vietnam Revisited; Conversation with William D. Broylesjr. Colonel John G. Miller, USMC, editor. 

1 1 December 1984. 48 pp. 
Bibiography on Khe Sanh USMC Participation. Commander Ray W. Strubbe, CHC, USNR (Ret), compiler. 

April 1985. 54 pp. 

Alligators, Buffaloes, and Bushmasters.The History of the Development of the LVT Through World War 

II. Major Alfred Dunlop Bailey, USMC (Ret). 1986. 272 pp. 
Leadership Lessons and Remembrances from Vietnam. Lieutenant General Herman Nickerson, Jr., USMC 

(Ret). 1988.93 pp. 

The Problems of U.S. Marine Corps Prisoners of War in Korea. James Angus MacDonaldJr. 1988. 295 pp. 
JohnAncher Lejeune, 1869-1942, Register of His Personal Papers. Lieutenant Colonel Merrill L. Bartlett, 

USMC (Ret). 1988. 123 pp. 
To Wake Island and Beyond- Reminiscences. Brigadier General Woodrow M. Kessler, USMC (Ret). 1988. 
145 pp. 

Thomas Holcomb, 1879-1965, Register of His Personal Papers. Gibson B. Smith. 1988. 229 pp. 
Curriculum Evolution, Marine Corps Command and Staff College, 1920-1988. Lieutenant Colonel 

Donald F. Bittner, USMCR. 1988. 1 12 pp. 
Herringbone Cloak-GI Dagger, Marines of the OSS. Major Robert E. Mattingly, USMC. 1989. 315 pp. 
The Journals of Marine Second Lieutenant Henry Bulls Watson, 1845-1848. Charles R. Smith, editor. 

1990.420 pp. 

When the Russians Blinked: The U.S. Maritime Response to the Cuban Missile Crisis. Major John M. 

Young, USMCR. 1 990. 246 pp. 
Marines in the Mexican War. Gabrielle M. Neufeld Santelli. Edited by Charles R. Smith. 1991. 63 pp. 
The Development of Amphibious Tactics in the U.S. Navy. General Holland M. Smith, USMC (Ret). 1992. 

89 pp. 

James Guthrie Harbord, 1866-1947, Register of His Personal Papers. Lieutenant Colonel Merrill L. 

Bartlett, USMCR. 1995. 47 pp. 
The Impact of Project 100,000 on the Marine Corps. Captain David A. Dawson, USMC. 1995. 247 pp. 



Occasional Papers 

The History and Museums Division has undertaken the publication for lim- 
ited distribution of various studies, theses, compilations, bibliographies, 
monographs, and memoirs, as well as proceedings at selected workshops, 
seminars, symposia, and similar colloquia, which it considers to be of sig- 
nificant value for audiences interested in Marine Corps history. These 
"Occasional Papers," which are chosen for their intrinsic worth, must reflect 
structured research, present a contribution to historical knowledge not read- 
ily available in published sources, and reflect original content on the part 
of the author, compiler, or editor. It is the intent of the division that these 
occasional papers be distributed to selected institutions, such as service 
schools, official Department of Defense historical agencies, and directly con- 
cerned Marine Corps organizations, so the information contained therein 
will be available for study and exploitation. 



Foreword 



Marine Corps aviation is the story of machines and men (and now women). Just as 
individuals are introduced in historical narratives by full name, rank, and service, so too 
are the various aircraft flown by Marines. History and Museums Division writing 
guides dating back to World War II have required aircraft to be identified by manufac- 
turer, model number, and name using contemporary nomenclature. Getting this right 
can be a research project in itself. This is made more accurate and easier by this occa- 
sional paper that updates two previous division publications— Marine Corps Aircraft, 
1913-1960, published in 1961 and subsequently revised in 1967. The author has 
reviewed and expanded the previous efforts into a comprehensive edition that lists 
Marine aircraft from the Curtis E-l through the Lockheed KC-13QJ Hercules. The 470 
entries provide the most complete reference for historians and curators to date. 

Along with obvious scholarship, Major John M.'Jack" Elliott brings his own Marine 
Corps experience to bear on this effort. Born in Canada in 1923, Elliott subsequentiy 
moved with his family to Santa Barbara, California. He enlisted in the Marine Corps in 
1942 and was sent to Aircraft Engineering Squadron 22 at Naval Air Station North 
Island, San Diego, California. Assigned as an aviation ordnance man, Elliott went over- 
seas to Samoa and then to Efate, New Hebrides in 1943- The following year found him 
on Green Island and Emirau arming fighters and dive-bombers attacking Rabaul. 
Promoted to technical sergeant, he moved to the Philippines, returning to the United 
States in 1945. After squadron and instructional duties, Elliott was promoted to mas- 
ter sergeant and served in Korea with Marine Fighter Squadron 214 and 1st Marine 
Aircraft Wing. Commissioned in 1953, he worked on ordnance projects with the Naval 
Ordnance Plant, Indianapolis, Indiana; was assigned with Marine Aircraft Group 24, 1st 
Marine Aircraft Wing; and at various stations in the Far East; Quantico, Virginia, and 
Beaufort, South Carolina. In 1965, he was sent to Chu Lai in South Vietnam making 
Elliott a "three war" Marine. Promoted to major, he was the Marine Corps Develop- 
ment Center's ordnance officer until retiring in 1966. 

Since retirement, Major Elliott has been active with the Smithsonian Institution, the 
Marine Corps Air-Ground Museum, the Naval Aviation Historical Office, and in updat- 
ing this historical reference pamphlet among other projects. 




J.W. RIPLEY 
Colonel, U.S. Marine Corps (Retired) 
Director of Marine Corps History and Museums 
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Introduction 



For a number of years I have wanted to bring the Marine Corps Historical 
Reference Pamphlet "Marine Corps Aircraft 1913 - 1965" up to date. However, upon 
closer examination it was ascertained that there were numerous deficiencies in the 
original text that should be corrected. A number of aircraft were identified as being 
assigned to the Marine Corps, which in fact they never were. Some of this was due to 
information obtained in planning directives. In all cases where there was a question, a 
thorough search was made of the Aircraft History Cards for that type aircraft. There is a 
card for every aircraft the Navy has purchased since 1922 which are the official record of 
aircraft assignments. In this search it was found that there were a number of aircraft types 
that were not identified as being assigned to Marine Corps aviation. 

Through the years, there have been numerous changes in the designation of a 
specific aircraft for a number of reasons. In each case these were picked up as a new 
aircraft. There were also a few cases where the aircraft designation had been changed 
prior to the assignment to the Marine Corps, but the old designation was used. In the case 
of engine identification a common entry was Wright Whirlwind or Pratt & Whitney 
Wasp Junior. This is similar to saying you have a Chevrolet or Buick but fails to 
completely identify what model you have. 

In this study, I have attempted to correct these errors and fill in the missing data. 
This is not intended to be a criticism of the original authors but an attempt to make the 
pamphlet a more reliable reference tool in this highly complex subject. 



Marine Corps Aircraft 1917 - 2000 



All aircraft operated by the United States Marine Corps have been procured by 
the U.S. Navy and consequently have been designated by the same systems as established 
by the Navy. In July 191 1, the first two U.S. Navy aircraft, the A-l and A-2 were 
purchased from Glenn Curtiss. An Aviation Camp was established at Greenbury Point, 
Annapolis, Md. On 22 May 1912, IstLt Alfred A Cunningham was assigned to flight 
instruction there, which is regarded as the birthday of Marine Corps aviation. In the 
beginning, there was no official assignment of aircraft to the Marine Corps as there was 
no aviation organization within the Corps. However, by April 1913 the logbook of the A- 
2 showed that it was being flown almost exclusively by Lieutenant Bernard L. Smith and 
later with William M. Mcllvain. The aircraft was redesignated E-l on 22 September 
1913. When the Marine Corps element of the Aviation Camp at Annapolis was ordered to 
Culebra Island, Puerto Rico, for exercises with the Advance Base Unit in January 1914, it 
was regarded as the Marine Section of the Navy Flying School. One of the two aircraft 
they operated was the E-l, while the other was the C-3 flying boat. Photos show that the 
C-3 was identified as a Marine Corps aircraft with the designation USMC in large letters 
on the tail. Both of these instances appear to only have been assignments within the 
Aviation Camp and not really assignment to the Marine Corps. The Marine Section, 
Navy Flying School was organized on 9 January 1915. There are several other early 
aircraft such as the H-12 and H-16 that Marines may have flown in training but that were 
never actually assigned to the Marine Corps. 

The Marine Aeronautic Company, Advance Base Force, was organized at Marine 
Barracks, Philadelphia Navy Yard, Philadelphia, Pa. on 27 April 1917, with Captain 
Alfred A. Cunningham in command. This is the first aviation unit formed in the Marine 
Corps and the earliest that aircraft were officially assigned to a Marine Corps 
organization. On 14 October this organization was divided into two units, The First 
Aviation Squadron which was to train in land-based planes and the First Marine 
Aeronautic Company which was to train in seaplanes. 

The chronological list of aircraft used by Marine aviation for the period 1913 - 
2000 lists the designation, type, year assigned, manufacturer, common name, engine type, 
horsepower, and dimensions. The omission of a year in the master chronology indicates 
that no new types were received within that year. No attempt has been made to show 
inclusive dates within which a particular aircraft model was used nor the date a type was 
phased out of the Marine Corps. The numerical listing of column 1 in no way indicates 
the actual sequence, within a given year, that an aircraft model was assigned to the 
Marine Corps. 

Systems for designating U.S. naval aircraft 

F rom 191 1 to 1920 there were two different systems for designating naval 
aircraft The first was used from 191 1 to 1914 and used a single letter to indicate the 
general type and manufacturer, followed by a number to indicate the individual plane of 
that type and manufacturer. Under this system a Curtiss amphibian was identified by the 



letter E while a Curtiss flying boat was designated by the letter C. The first aircraft 
operated by Marines were designated as the E-l and C3. 



In 1914, the system changed so that the letter A indicated a heavier-than-air craft. 
Within this class B stood for hydroaeroplanes and H identified flying boats. In all there 
were seven categories. The E-l now became the AX-1 while the C-3 became the AB-3. 

As more aircraft were obtained, the Navy found that the system had become very 
cumbersome and some of the later aircraft were only known by the manufacturers 
designation such as the JN-4 and R-6, which were from the Curtiss J and R series of 
aircraft. The MBT/MT (Martin Bomber Torpedo/Martin Torpedo) designations were 
assigned by the Navy to an aircraft procured by the Army. The DH-4, C-7 and D-7 were 
original foreign designations assigned by the English DeHavilland and Dutch Fokker 
companies. 

In 1920, the Navy established a system of aircraft designations which lasted, with 
few modifications, till June 1962. There were four elements in this designation system as 
follows: 



The Type/Class and Manufacturers Identification letters were separated by the 
Manufacturers Type Sequence number. The number 1 was never used in this position. 
This letter number letter combination was separated from the modification number by a 
dash. In this case the number 1 was used for the first model accepted so that in fact the 
modification number was always one digit higher than the actual modification. A letter 
could be assigned after the modification number to show a minor change within that 
modification. Experimental aircraft were designated by the letter X preceding the 
Type/Class designation. 

A typical designation is shown below. 



1 

2. 
3 
4 



Aircraft Type/Class letter 
Manufacturers Type Sequence number 
Manufacturers Identification number 
Modification number 




Experimental 




Manufacturer 
Type Sequence 



Modification 



X 



F 



4 



F 



A 




This example designates an experimental fighter, which is the fourth model built 
by Grumman, and is the first of that series with an engine different from the original. 



In this study we are only interested in aircraft operated by the Marine Corps. 
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Utility Transport (1935 - 1962) 
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Trainer 





Observation 
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Transport (1931 -1962) 


SB 


Scout Bomber 
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Transport (1927 -1930) 
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Torpedo 


TB 


Torpedo Bomber 



Manufacturer Identification 

A Atlantic Aircraft Corp. (American Fokker) 

A Brewster 

B Beech 

B Bell 

B Bellanca 

B Boeing 

C Cessna 

C Curtiss Aeroplane & Motor Co. 

DH DeHavilland Aircraft Co. Ltd 

DW Dayton-Wright 

D Douglas 

E Bellanca 

E Piper 

F Grumman 

G Great Lakes 

G Goodyear 

H Howard 

H McDonnell 

J Berliner-Joyce 

J Ford 

J North American 

K Fairchild 

K Kaman 

L Grover Loening Inc. 

M General Motors 

M Glenn L. Martin Co. 

O Lockheed 
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Pitcaim Autogyro Co. 
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Sikorsky 
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New Standard 
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Lewis & Vought, Chance Vought, Vought 
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Lockheed 
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Wright Aeronautical Corp. 
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Consolidated 



Special Purpose Suffix 
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Target towing and photography 
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Nonfolding wings and no carrier provisions 


A 


Armament on normally unarmed aircraft 


A 


Arresting gear on normally noncarrier aircraft 


A 


Amphibious version 


A 


Land-based version of carrier aircraft 
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Built for the army Air force 
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Special armament version 
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British lend-lease version 
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Carrier operating version of noncarrier aircraft 
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British-American standardized version 
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Equipped with two cal..50 machineguns 
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Cannon armament 
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Drop tank configured 
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Special search radar 
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Special electronics version 
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Converted for use as a flagship 
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Air-sea rescue version 
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Target towing version 
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Target drone version 
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Searchlight version 
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Weather reconnaissance version 
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Night operating version 




(all weather) 
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Photography version 
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Countermeasure version 
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Transport version 
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Antisubmarine version 
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Training version 
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Utility version 
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Special search version 
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Administrative version 




(replaced F) 



While this system had worked well for forty years, Congress decreed in 1962 that 
there should be just one system to designate U.S. military aircraft. The new DOD system 
was based heavily on the Air Force system. While few changes were made as far as the 
Air Force was concerned, it was a complete change in Naval Aviation. Aircraft models 
started with the numeral 1, except for those aircraft on hand which were used by both 
services, in which case the existing Air Force designation applied. Thus, the FJ-3 became 
the F-1C, while the SNB-5P became the RC-45J. It can not be stressed too much that the 
placement of the dash is critical to distinguish aircraft under the new system from those 
under the Navy system. For example the F4B-4 was a Boeing biplane fighter of the mid 
30's, while the F-4B is an early version of the Phantom II of the 60's. 

The DOD system consists of a Status Prefix Symbol (letter), a Basic Mission 
Symbol (letter), a Design Number (numeral), a Modified Mission Symbol (letter), a 
Series letter, and a Type Symbol (letter). A Design Number was assigned for each basic 
mission or type. New design numbers are assigned when an existing aircraft is redesigned 
to an extent that it no longer reflected the original configuration or capability. A Series 
letter is assigned to each series change of a specific basic design. To avoid confusion, the 
letters "I" and "0" are not used as series letters. The Series letter is always in consecutive 
order, starting with "A". 



A typical designation is shown below. 
Status Prefix Basic Mission/Type 



Modified Mission 




Series Letter 



Design Number 




This was the Y/FJ-4B under the Navy system and the YAF-1E under the DOD 



system. 



Status Prefix Symbols 

Letter Title 
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Permanently Grounded 

Special Test, Temporary 

Special test, permanent 

Experimental 

Prototype 

Planning 



Modified Mission Symbols 

Letter Title 



A 


Attack 


C 


Cargo/Transport 


D 


Director 


E 


Special Electronic Installation 


H 


Search/Rescue 


K 


Tanker 


L 


Cold Weather 
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Missile Carrier 
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Drone 
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Reconnaissance 


S 


Antisubmarine 
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Trainer 
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Utility 
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Staff 
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Weather 



Basic Mission and Type Symbols 



Letter 


Title 


A 


Attack 


B 


Bomber 


C 


Cargo/Transport 


E 


Special Electronic Installation 


F 


Fighter 


H 


Helicopter 


K 


Tanker 





Observation 


P 


Patrol 


S 


Antisubmarine 


T 


Trainer 


U 


Utility 


V 


VTOL and STOL 


X 


Research 


z 


Airship 



Due to the cost of changing manuals, technical instructions, drawings etc., Navy 
aircraft already in the system were assigned the designation in existence under the Air 
Force system but also carried the old designation of the fuselage. New aircraft introduced 
after the change began their designations with the numeral 1. In this study I have listed 
the aircraft of this transitional period by their original Navy designation with the new 
designation beneath. 

A Navy Department press release on 1 October 1941 began the official 
assignment of names to naval aircraft. Prior to this manufacturers did, in some cases 
assign a name to a specific model for publicity purposes. Perhaps the earliest was the 



name "Helldiver" which Curtiss assigned to their new dive bomber, the F8C/02C series 
of aircraft. The name "Helldiver" was included in the October 1941 Navy press release 
for the SB2C-5. Vought chose the name Corsair for their carrier-based aircraft series 
starting with the 02U. In October 1941, the Navy assigned this name to the new Vought 
fighter, the F4U-1. 

To fully understand the following chronological listing of aircraft it is necessary 
to be familiar with several of the terms used. The term "convertible" has nothing to do 
with a soft top automobile. Rather this means that the standard landing gear may be 
removed and be replaces with a single float for operation aboard battleships or cruisers. 
In some cases twin floats or pontoons were used. 

Seaplane is the generic term under which various types of water based aircraft 
such as flying boats and float planes are identified. The flying boat is basically an 
airplane with a boat hull fuselage. Depending on the design, it could have outrigger floats 
under each wing for stability on the water. The float plane type has a main float attached 
to the fuselage by struts and outrigger floats under each wing. Some seaplanes had two 
floats and no outriggers. The Grumman "Duck" series married the two concepts with the 
main float merged with the fuselage which made it a boat hulled seaplane. 

Engines used in Marine Corps aircraft range from the Curtiss inline 100 hp used 
in the early period to the high thrust jets with afterburner. The letter preceding the engine 
describes the engine type: R - radial and J - jet. Most of the other engines listed in the 
early period are liquid cooled inline or V configuration. The radials, which are 
predominate through the period prior to the end of WW II, ran from the 5 cylinder Kinner 
to the 28 cylinder Pratt & Whitney R-4360s. The number after the engine letter refers to 
the cubic displacement of the cylinders and not to horsepower i.e. R-2800. The number 
and letter code after cubic displacement usually indicates a modification such as fins, 
water injection, or other refinement i.e. R-2800-32W. In the case of jet engines, the 
number is assigned by sequence and does not indicate thrust or power, it serves only as 
identification for that specific engine. 

Through the life of an aircraft numerous modifications can take place. Among 
these are the installation of a different engine. In this study the engine and aircraft 
dimensions as shown in the Navy specifications for a given aircraft have been used. 
However, the letter designation for Type/Class, under the Navy system, did have several 
changes to denote the same function. For example, the letter T was used from 1927 - 
1 930 to designate a transport. At that time, it was replaced by the letter R. Thus, the 
Fokker trimotor transport went from being a TA-1 to a RA-1, but was still the same 
aircraft. The designation of these aircraft was further confused by later engine changes. 
The TA-2 (RA-2) had a longer wing than the previous aircraft. When these RA-2s were 
refitted with the J-6 engines they were redesignated RA-3. The engines on the RA-ls 
were then changed to the 300 hp Wright J-6-9 and the aircraft were also redesignated 
RA-3. A TA-3 (RA-3) was purchased as such. This gave the Navy several RA-3s but 
with different wings. In other cases the Navy changed the type/Class designation of an 
aircraft as was the case of the F8C-5 being changed from a fighter to 02C-1 observation 



aircraft. These changes are shown in the chronology in parenthesis under the original 
designation. This practice is also used to show Navy aircraft that were in the system when 
the DOD system was adopted. 

The Navy Department issued Aviation Circular Letter No. 86-45 on 17 July 1945, 
which changed the designation of staff transports. Prior to that time the designation 
"flagship", "flag aircraft", and "flag plane" had been used to designate aircraft configured 
primarily for special administrative purposes. These aircraft were now to be known as 
"administrative" aircraft. In line with this, the letter suffix "F" was replaced with the letter 

II 7 II 



Deletions and/or Corrected Designations 

(Numbers as shown in original publication) 



1. 


AX-1 


T ater dp^lcjnation of T*-1 


3. 


H-12 


Nfiami training — not \farC!or 

1T11U11U Ullllllg Uvl 1T1(U Vvl 


4. 


H-16 


Miami trainino — not MarCor 

iviiuiiii Humility iviQl Vvl 


5 


HS-2 


Ma T-TS-9<! hi lilt 


7. 


TCirlcham Fiphtpr 


Not MarCor 

i v ui iviai vul 


28 
^o. 


T3M-1 


"\Tr»t ma nn fa r>tnrf»H till 1Q95 

i>oi mdnuiaLiurcu mi i?zj 




TNLfiT-T-R 

J 1 1 U Ji. IJ 


ino sucn aircran 


JO. 


nr i 


jveaesignauon 01 »jz atou-i, I8L--1 


57 


nr 9 


Jvcucsignaiion or. tfjj roL-J 


68 
Do. 


KJv-Z 


Keoesignauon ot #04 jk-z 


74 

/ ¥ . 


V_/ZV^-l 


jxcucsignauun 01 wo/ roLO 


75 


(TUT 2 


L/Onverxea to ou-i pnor to JViaruor issue 


78. 


RA-3 


Redesianatlon of #70 


Q7 


u U 1 


/\iicauy aLCUunieu ior ditr/j uju-z 


102 


SOC-1 


"Not MarCor 

l^\Jl ivxal v*/\Jl 


103 


F2A-1 

IT X. AY 1 


"NTr^t nmlt at tViIc timp 

inui uuiii ai inia iimc 




rr-i 


conveneu to rr-z prior 10 lYiarL^or issue 


i /in 


TRTi 1 


iNot jviarcor 


1 7fi 

i /u. 


QfJT 1 


in oi JviarL/Or 


i an 

loU. 


Lr.is.-l 


JNOt JYiarcor 


181 
181 


TTC 1 


Early designation of #173 AE already shown 


1 89 


T/1TJ 1 

J4r-l 


aji to L/Oast vjuara 


1 O/I 

J.o4 


TV 1 
JJV-1 


Incorrectly identified — should be J2K-1 


i on 
iyu. 


TJTJT 1 


JNO sucn aircrarc aesignaiion 


1 Q9 

iyz. 


nnv 1 
rJJ i-l 


JNOt JMarUOr 


1 QT 

iy /. 




JNOt Maruor 


11 1 

Zj 1. 


JrrJU-1 


JNOt Mar u or 


ZJZ. 


"Din 9 


JNOt jviaruor 


o *> o 
233. 


K4U-2 


Not MarLor 


^ ^ o 

258. 


TIT* >l V7 - 1 T? 

PB4Y-1F 


Early designation ot #259 PB4Y-1Z 


266. 


TBM-3W 


Not MarCor 


267. 


FT-1 


Incorrectly identified - Should beF2T-l 


Zoo. 


r4U- 115 


i^ater designation oiffzii r4U-iL/ 


275. 


R4D-6L 


No such aircraft 


Z /o. 


K4JJ-/ 


JNOt Maruor 


278. 


R5D-2Z 


Redesignation of R5D-2F 


300. 


F7F-2P 


Not MarCor 


304. 


R5D-4 


Not MarCor 


306. 


F4U-4D 


No -4D model built 


350. 


H058-1 


Incorrectly identified - Should be H05S-1 


396. 


H-13D 


None purchased by Navy 


405. 


U1A 


Incorrectly identified - should be U- 1 A 


413. 


UH-34D 


Incorrectly identified - Should be VH-34D 
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